T his essay examines the role of the secret in an organizational context. To begin by way of definition, a secret "intentionally conceals knowledge, information, and/or behavior from the view of others" (Bok, 1984, pp. 5-6) . Considering the relevance of the other, holding a secret involves an active process of social inclusion and exclusion. Although it is possible for just one person to be a secret holder, all others are excluded, and continue to be, until the secret is divulged, either by the secret holder, for example, through a confession, or the discovery of the secret by others. Secrecy thus involves at least two people and can be considered a social phenomenon.
THE FUNCTIONS OF THE SECRET
Organizational secrets can take a variety of forms. (see Goffman, 1959) For example, organizations will keep their strategic plans secret from competitors, and some organizational behavior will be concealed from the public eye because the behavior does not coincide with the image the organization is trying to project. If both of these types of secrets were divulged, the organization could potentially experience some loss. In the first example, there is the possible loss of competitive advantage, and ultimately sales and profitability. In the second example, there could be a loss of prestige or reputation. Some secrets may also be reinforced by other secrets. An example would be the secret planning of a hostile takeover. The plan itself is secret, and because not everyone in the organization will have knowledge of the planned takeover, having this secret knowledge places those who do in the position of a secret insider. So, different layers of secrecy may exist, mutually reinforcing each other, with the secret group holding secret meetings to discuss secret plans. In summary, much organizational information and behavior, if revealed, could expose the organization to a loss of some sort. So, secrets may be used to protect organizational vulnerabilities, and because every organization will have vulnerabilities, every organization will have secrets. It then follows that those organizations with many vulnerabilities will have many secrets, and the greater the degree of vulnerability, the greater the importance of the secret.
As suggested above, secrets also set up boundaries of social inclusion and exclusion, and these boundaries of knowledge are often strengthened through a process of identification, either with a privileged few, or a department/division, or the organization itself. In turn, the secret is perpetuated by organizational norms of loyalty. In other words, the social aspect of the secret is reinforced through some shared meaning of the relevance of the secret, the meaning is transmitted through patterns of communication and behavior, and the secret is maintained by various beliefs that the secret should not be divulged.
If organizational secrets are maintained through various beliefs and values, it follows that organizational secrets, like these beliefs and values, can be embedded in the organization's culture. In fact, secrets can be seen as symbols, representing and signaling that which is important enough to be hidden. As such, we should expect secrets to be both located and supported in the culture, or a subculture, of an organization. The culture will reinforce the various types of secrets to ensure they are not divulged through a process of social and cognitive inclusion and exclusion. And, in turn, the keeping of secrets reinforces the organizational culture. The secretive process can, thus, increase social cohesion through the identification of shared beliefs, norms, values, and practices that, in turn, serve as cognitive boundary-maintaining devices that, in turn, protect the organization against various threats and assaults.
THE DYSFUNCTIONS OF THE SECRET
Although secrets are an integral part of legitimate organizational activities, they are also used for illegitimate and unethical purposes. As Simmel (1950) so aptly put it, "Although the secret has no immediate connection with evil, evil has an immediate connection with secrecy" (p. 331). Just as a secret may hide legitimate organizational knowledge and behavior, the secret may also be used to hide corporate illegalities and unethical behavior. Indeed, whether hiding legal or illegal activities, one primary purpose of secrecy is loss protection. The secret may provide protection from something, such as from losing competitive advantage or from a fine or term of imprisonment. Or, the secret may provide protection of something, such as a special ingredient or protection of a reputation for ethical behavior. Of course, an illegal secret may conceivably provide both protection from a prison sentence and protection of a positive reputation.
Similar to many legitimate secrets, in most cases of organizational deviance, the secret will have been entrusted to only a few, who are expected to remain silent. In both situations, silence is reinforced through descriptive beliefs of what is, or what will be, and normative beliefs of what should be done. For example, one might believe that divulging the secret will lead to civil or criminal charges that will expose the firm and/or the individual to penalties imposed by a regulatory body or court of law. Examples of normative beliefs would be that one should keep secrets because keeping the secret is the right thing to do, and one should be loyal to one's employer and colleagues. This normative belief might, in turn, be supported by a descriptive belief that breaking the social bond of loyalty by revealing the secret will lead to being ostracized by the group. Therefore, disclosure of the secret may result in negative material consequences and/or negative social consequences. Hence, the secret is supported and maintained through both descriptive and normative beliefs, and these shared beliefs imbue the secret with the power to act as a form of social control, restraining secret holders from candid communication.
WHY THE LACK OF ATTENTION?
Given the importance of secrets in protecting legal and illegal organizational vulnerabilities, it is interesting that management scholars have not focused more attention on the secret. One reason for the lack of attention may be because of the difficulty of measuring the secret. For example, although it is possible to develop a nominal definition of the secret, such as that provided at the beginning of this essay (e.g., Bok, 1984) , it is much more difficult to develop an operational definition that would give us an observable measure. We can observe the symbol of the secret, whether legal or illegal, such as a strategic plan, a clandestine meeting, an e-mail, or a bribe, but we cannot observe a cognitive scheme. Although we may know, or at least suspect, that knowledge is being withheld, we cannot be certain of the existence of the secret and its content until we are able to observe the secret's behavioral or physical manifestation(s). Because it is difficult to be proactive, we respond reactively. Our evidence is gathered retrospectively, and we have not progressed to the state where we have developed research hypotheses about when and where secrets will be used. And, of course, the problem of developing models to predict secrets lies in the fact that we are trying to predict, and subsequently observe, the invisible.
Another possible reason for the lack of attention paid to organizational secrets could be because secrets are ubiquitous, and they are supported by normative beliefs that one should keep them. In turn, this belief is deeply embedded in societal culture as well as organizational culture. In other words, we take secrets and their legitimacy, for granted. We assume that secrets will exist, and this assumption is reinforced by beliefs and values supporting the maintenance of the secret (see Schein, 1985) . Secrets are also omnipresent in that both legitimate and illegitimate secrets can simultaneously reside in the same social space, whether it is a family, a corporation, or a government body. We may occasionally question the beliefs and values supporting a particular secret, and if these beliefs are challenged, the secret may be divulged (e.g., whistleblowing). However, we are less likely to challenge or change our deeper assumptions that secrets are often necessary for survival and, therefore, they must exist and be protected. Greater public demand for transparency has led to the selective dispensing of knowledge by government bodies and other organizations, but those boundaries protecting knowledge vital to the organization's survival will remain impermeable. Therefore, total transparency is impossible because every social organization will have vulnerabilities requiring protection through the use of secrets and, thus, no social organization will be secret-free.
SO WHAT? THE CONSEQUENCES OF IGNORING SECRETS
When we uncritically accept the existence of all kinds of secrets, or when, because they are so common, we dismiss the study of secrets as too pedestrian, we fail to understand an essential process of social organization. Occasionally, when we become aware that we have been deceived through the use of egregious secrets hiding incidents such as bribery, fraud, price fixing, or government abuses of power, we call for sanctions to punish the illegal behavior and an increase in transparency to reduce the likelihood of future secretive practices. However, although we can quantify the severity of the sanction, we currently cannot quantify any variation in secrecy. So, we know little about the depth and breadth of secrecy in our most important institutions-whether the military, the family, religion, education, or the state. Furthermore, we often fail to recognize the subtler, yet potentially negative, aspects of more mundane secrets. For example, when we are not privy to the existence and essence of a secret, whether important or trivial, we are forced to accept a reality different from the reality of the secret holder(s). Indeed, we are forced to accept the reality portrayed or presented by the secret holder(s). As such, secret holders occupy a position of power in that by withholding knowledge, they are able to shape a particular construction of reality. Consequently, at some point, the realization of the deception may lead to disillusionment, which may then result in a loss of trust. This loss of trust may develop at various levels, such as between coworkers, between employees and employer, between customers and a corporation, or between citizens and their government. A loss of trust leads to heightened uncertainty about future behavior and interactions with the secret holder(s). In turn, the loss of trust weakens the social bond between the two parties, whether that bond has been founded on a basis of collegiality, loyalty, love, or patriotism.
CONCLUSION
In conclusion, organizational secrets of different types serve to protect organizational vulnerabilities. There is, therefore, a functional property to organizational secrets because in addition to shielding the organization against external threats, they also communicate organizational boundaries to organizational insiders. Furthermore, considering secrets as symbols can lead us to understand the function of secrets like we would any other organizational symbol, such as a mission statement, a strategic plan, or a code of ethics. In other words, some secrets, like other organizational symbols, may be created and maintained to reduce uncertainty and ambiguity, to resolve confusion, to increase predictability, and to provide direction (see Bolman & Deal, 1984, p. 150) .
However, as we have also seen, secrets, as symbols, may also conceal the underside of organizational life, hiding unethical behaviors and repressing open communication. This perspective illustrates how the power of the secret serves as a social control mechanism, maintaining various organizational or group boundaries, and signaling what behavior is acceptable and unacceptable. As discussed, the most important organizational secrets are embedded in organizational culture where they are supported by other important cultural elements, including beliefs, norms, values, rites, and rituals. Locating the secret deeply within organizational culture points to the importance of the impact of organizational context when attempting to understand behavior and the control of knowledge in organizations (Johns, 2006) .
We can also conclude that those secrets supported by a greater number of other secrets may be protecting the most vulnerable elements of the organization, and these secrets will be ascribed a higher level of importance and, in turn, greater degrees of social and cognitive restraint than their counterparts. Also, the stronger the social bond between the individual and the organization, the less likely will be the possibility the individual will betray the group by revealing its secrets because of the forces of social control. So, the secret survives through the construction and maintenance of boundaries, and these boundaries are often defined by dimensions of identifiable social space (e.g., an organization) and perhaps geographic space (e.g., a country), as well as the dimension of time (e.g., keeping the secret). Furthermore, secrets are created and maintained through social interactions and relationships, and if divulged, social interactions will change and relationships may be terminated. With this in mind, perhaps it is time for the demographic analysis of secrets where we study their creation, their life cycle, their role in the formation and dissolution of relationships, their social and geographic migration, and their demise.
